Yackel: Shared Rewards

Through the Center for Public
and Community Service, students
learn the value of making life
better for others
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SHARED
REWARDS
By Christine Yackel

W

hen Jeff Dennis '01 first came to Syracuse University,
community service was the furthest thing from his
mind. Like most incoming freshmen, he was more
concerned with making friends, finding his way around campus,
and ignoring the good advice his parents had given him. Now,
three years later, he devotes most of his time outside the classroom to community service. "My volunteer work connects me to
the community and gives me the positive feeling you get from
knowing you're doing something good for someone else," Dennis
says. ''I'm developing relationships that will last a lifetime."
Service to the community can be good for the soul. It can also be a
powerful learning tool. That's the philosophy behind SU's Center for
Public and Community Service (CPCS), which was created to strengthen
the University's ability to incorporate public and community service into students' formal education. "We must embrace the core value of service as a fundamental part of student learning and build this value into the mission and curriculum of the University," says Chancellor Kenneth A. Shaw. "The University has
an obligation to give students opportunities to learn how to be active citizens."

CPCS grad uat e assistant Liz Occhino and a Blodgett Elementary School
first -grader read a story together.
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Literacy Corps tutors Qadriyyah Parsee '02, left, and Jill ian Harvey 'o2 read the weekly news at the CPCS bulletin board.

A Tradition of Service
When Chancellor Shaw and Mary Ann Shaw first set foot on
campus in 1991, it was evident that the spirit of voluntarism
was alive and well at Syracuse. Athletic groups, fraternities,
and sororities had a long tradition of community service;
Maxwell School and College of Arts and Sciences professor Bill
Coplin required students in his introductory public affairs
classes to work with inner-city children; Hendricks Chapel
offered a variety of service opportunities through its Students
Offering Service organization; and the Volunteer Center of
Central New York had a satellite office on campus. But the
Shaws discovered that each service activity at SU operated
independently, which often resulted in frustration, duplication
of effort, and lost opportunities. "We heard people on campus
say they wanted community service to be promoted more
proactively and that it needed to be better organized," says
Mary Ann Shaw, associate of the Chancellor. "We began to see
common themes and elements that needed to be supported
and shared. The Chancellor asked me to take the lead in organizing the effort."
Shaw set up a task force of more than 100 people representing a cross-section of the campus and community.
Several brainstorming sessions defined programmatic goals
and helped shape an action plan. A smaller design team
studied successful models of community service programs at
other institutions, including Cornell University, Brown
University, the University of Vermont, and the University of
Southern California. They also sought advice and technical
assistance from Campus Compact, a coalition of college and
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university presidents organized to create public service
opportunities for students.
The team realized that SU was part of a much larger nationwide reawakening of the service movement of the late '6os
and early '7os that had been temporarily derailed during the
'8os. However, this time there was a difference. The renewed
service movement was built on the experiences of the earlier
movement that proved disorganized programs don't survive.
"The service experience alone doesn't ensure that significant
learning will occur, or that the community's needs will be
met," says Pamela Kirwin Heintz, director of CPCS. "Learning
from service is not automatic-it must be accompanied by
careful training, monitoring, thoughtful reflection, and continuous evaluation."
The creation of CPCS emerged as the most practical way to
support and recognize various service activities on campusnot by funneling all service activities through the center, but by
having the center work with other University divisions to place
students in the community and ensure that reflection and evaluation are incorporated into the service learning experience.
Maxwell professor Coplin believes the center's main purpose is
to act as a catalyst to expand service learning opportunities and
to play an important supporting role by making critical connections between the campus and the community. "I like to
think of CPCS as a continuum, offering everything from cheerleading to recruitment, training, placing volunteers, providing
transportation, troubleshooting, putting people together, and
running programs," he says. "Anyone on campus can plug in at
any point along the continuum to get the help they need."
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CPCS administrative assistant Arlene Melchiorre,
left, helps a student find a service placement for her class.

Student Leadership interns
Michelle Zimmerman 'o2, Jeff
Dennis ' 01, and Pa mela Meyer '01,
at work in the CPCS office.

Learning Laboratory
In fall1994 CPCS officially opened for business in a small suite of
offices in the Schine Student Center. It began as a pilot project with
a full-time director, two student staff members, and a minimal
operating budget underwritten by a three-year grant from the
Carrier Corporation and funding from the Office of the Chancellor.
Seven years later, the center has become a division of the Office of
Academic Affairs. It places more than 4,000 student volunteers a
year in the community, coordinat es 1,8oo student placement s for
40 classes, maintains the University's community involvement
web site, and monitors a database of more than 400 community
organizations in need
of volunteers-all
with a staff of 4 fulltime professionals, 8
St udent Leadership
interns, 2 graduat e
assistants, and 13
student van drivers.
"We're outgrowing
our physical space, but
we love this location
because the Schine is
St udent Leadershi p intern Pamela Meyer '01
where the action is,"
updates the service lea rning database.
says Arlene Melchiorre, administ rative
assistant at CPCS. "We encourage students to drop in anytime. Our
double doors are swung wide open so students know they're
always welcome."
The CPCS office suite is a hub of non-stop activity. Phones ring,
van drivers check and recheck their pickup schedules, and a steady
stream of students drops by to scan the CPCS bulletin board for the
lat est news. On Wednesdays Literacy Corps tutors scramble to hand
in their weekly time sheets, and on Friday afternoons they return
for more training and to reflect on their tutoring experiences of the
past week. Amid this flurry of activity, meaningful learning goes on
under the watchful guidance of the CPCS staff. "The center has
become a dynamic learning laboratory for everyone involved in
public service," Heint z says, "especially for the Student Leadership
int erns who help administer the service learning programs and
recruit and train new volunteers."
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Melissa Th ibodeau
who is majoring in
policy studies in the
College of Arts and Sciences and new spaper
journalism in the S.I.
Newhouse School of Public Communications, has
been a Carrier Leadership Intern for almost
two-and-a-half years. As the CPCS office resource coordinator,
Thibodeau updates the .bulletin board and combs through daily
newspapers, collecting articles for the center's archive on literacy
and service learning. She also gat hers information from students
who want t o volunteer, checks t he computerized database to
match their interests with the needs of various agencies, and
then prepares packets of information for them with appropriate
agency contacts. "My people skills have improved and I'm
learning about organization," Thibodeau says. ''I've been given
a lot of responsibility, but the CPCS st aff is always t here t o help
m e realize my full potential. It's nice to feel trust ed and expected t o give 100 percent."
Sometimes it's a challenge to supervise such a young, energetic
staff. Melchiorre, who oversees interns on a daily basis, has to make
sure they stay on task and act professionally. ''I'm always teaching
them responsibility and professional skills," she says. "I know I
must be flexible with them at times, yet tough enough to demand
excellence and instill a work ethic. That's something they can't
always learn in a classroom." Despite high st aff turnover as seniors
graduate, the center continues to thrive. "It's awesome to see the
student staff in action," Thibodeau says. "We each have our own
responsibilities, and somehow it all comes together."
Along with developing time management and professional
skills, leadership interns learn about the community. Among other
activities, they collect food for the Salvat ion Army on Dome
Donation Day, help organize the Unit ed Way Days of Caring, tutor
children at local schools, participate in the Comstock Kidfest, and
teach children how to use computers at the Wilson Park Community Center. They also work with Success by Six, a United Way
program designed to help children prepare for school. Last year, SU
' 01,
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Pamela Kirwin Heintz

Expanding Opportunities
With the support of a $27,982 grant from the
University's Vision Fund, the Center for Public and
Community Service plans to expand curricular service learning opportunities on campus through the
Service Learning Pedagogy Project.
The project aims to help build a community of
scholars committed to service learning across academic disciplines. It focuses on four areas-active
learning, collaboration, interdisciplinary involvement, and diversity. To more formally integrate service learning into the curriculum, CPCS director
Pamela Kirwin Heintz and her staff, in collaboration
with faculty, plan such activities as:
• Creating a service learning certificate program
for undergraduates;
• Making service learning courses easy to
identify in the registration manual;
• Establishing a residential service learning
community for South Campus;
• Hosting roundtable discussions, conferences,
and a service learning fair;
• Publishing a service learning brochure and
newsletter; and
• Helping faculty identify research opportunities, access resource materials, and learn
about promotion and tenure issues as they
relate to service learning pedagogy.
"The certificate program will provide faculty from
different departments opportunities to learn from
one another and share experiences," says School of
Architecture professor David Gamble. "The roundtable discussions and newsletter will greatly
increase the visibility of service-based initiatives
and create a critical platform to reinforce the values
of our service learning efforts. This is a win-win situation for faculty, students, and the organizations
-Christine Yackel
they serve."
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Literacy Corps t utors Tanesha Cameron '03, left, Portia Yohannes '01, center, and a service lea rning student arrive back on ca mpus.
students gathered 16,ooo new or "gently used" books from local
businesses, and from sports fans attending basketball games in the
Carrier Dome. "Our students sorted and cat alogu ed the books and
distributed them to doctor's offices, day care centers, schools, and
preschools in the Syracuse area," Mary Ann Shaw says. "The CPCS
student st aff worked with Success by Six to m ake t his happen."

Making a Difference
Each year CPCS coordinates and supervises hundreds of student volunteer placements in the Syracuse community. The SU literacy Corps
alone sends 148 tutors into the community year-round, providing
2o,ooo hours of tutoring for 1,850 children at risk. This innovative program was developed by CPCS in 1997 in collaboration with the
Syracuse City School District and the School of Education in response
to then-President Bill Clinton's America Reads Challenge, which
makes federal work-study dollars available to provide trained literacy
tutors for elementary school students. "We modeled the SU literacy
Corps after the School of Education's highly successful Franklin School
Tutoring Program, which t rains education majors to work with primary-grade emergent readers," Heintz says. "However, literacy Corps
tutors represent a broader range of academic disciplines, and
although they are volunteers to the school district, they receive a
work-study stipend. That's the only way some of them can afford to
participate, and it ensures that our tutors are a diverse group."
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Inset, above: CPCS van drivers Stephen Harlton
'o2 coordinate the pickup schedu le.

'01,

SU students collect
canned goods at
Dome Donation Day.

left, and Endrit Agolli

This year's tutors are an interesting mix of students with a variety of majors, personal experiences, and ethnic backgrounds. Forty
percent are African American; 47 percent, Caucasian; 9 percent,
Latino; 3 percent, Asian; and 1 percent, Native American. "It's exciting to watch students make connections to their own background
and field of study and share these insights with other students,"
says Stacey Riemer, associate director of CPCS. 'Tm humbled by
some of the experiences students bring back from their tutoring
sessions-we all learn from each other."
Michael Caldwell 'o2, a television-radio-film major in Newhouse,
started as a Literacy Corps tutor last summer. After three days of
intensive training, he began teaching in the reading and writing
center at Frazer School. "I worked with groups of 5 students at a time
and the groups rotated," Caldwell says. "Most days I worked with all
20 students, and I was very tired at the end of the day. But then we
had to go back to CPCS for a debriefing. At first I was resistant, but I
soon learned it's important to get different perspectives and receive
guidance from the group."
Caldwell now tutors second-graders at Blodgett Elementary
School along with Liz Occhino, a higher-education graduate assistant who helps coordinate the Literacy Corps, and Kenisha Bonner
'o2, a speech communication and pre-law major in the College of
Visual and Performing Arts and College of Arts and Sciences.
Bonner says she looked forward to tutoring at Blodgett, which is go

percent African American, Latino, and Arabic, because she grew up
in the same neighborhood. "This isn't just another work-study job
for me," Bonner says. "I feel I'm having a dramatic effect on these
kids' lives because I'm a role model for them, and maybe they'll dare
to dream they can go to college too. I know I'm making a difference."
Blodgett classroom teach er Wayne Gillespie agrees. "The SU
Literacy Corps tutors provide valuable assistance to meet the individual academic and social needs of my students," he says.
Literacy Corps has been so successful that the 22 schools and 2
community-based organizations where SU students volunteer have
made it clear that their need for tutors is never-ending. "Requests
for help are exploding," Riemer says, "and Literacy Corps is only 1 of
40 service learning initiatives that CPCS helps coordinate. We'll
never abandon quality for quantity, but that requires financial support, and funding is always a challenge."

Obstacles and Opportunities
As a division of the Office of Academic Affairs, CPCS now has a solid
infrastructure, and service learning has become a legitimate part of
the SU curriculum. Yet, broader financial support is needed to keep
pace with the rapidly increasing request s for service and to explore
new creative program ideas. Transportation to placement sites
remains one of the most difficult budget items to fund, but one of
the most critical because students rely on CPCS to get them where
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CPCS associate director Stacey Riemer, left, discusses scheduling with Literacy Corps tutor Daisha Steadman '04.

they need to go safely and on time. "Most of our students the College of Arts and Sciences on a successful Vision Fund
don't have their own cars, and there's no direct bus system proposal to develop a cluster of experiential courses that
in the city," Heintz says. "We only have 2 vans to transport offer student s an opportunity to work on writing projects
more than 300 students a week to 8o different placement for community organizations and to write about their pubsites, and scheduling and routing are supervised by stu- lic service activities. CPCS used part of the grant to hire students. We need more vans and a switchboard operation with dent interns to oversee the project and to cover the cost of
a professional staff person at the helm."
transporting the writing class students to local sites. Himley
In other key areas, support for CPCS is widening. The lead- says CPCS staff helped open the doors to the local justice
ership interns are supported by corporate donations from center and the county prison, so students can tutor inmates
Carrier Corporation, Key Bank, and Chase Bank. Alumni and and teach them creative and life writing courses. "The extheir families also have
offered support, establishing the Robert B.
Menschel Public Service
Intern and the Marion
Entwistle Leadership
Intern. The Chancellor
and Mary Ann Shaw
plan to endow a leadership intern in the near
future. And a gift from
alumna Karen B. Winnick
'68 will provide financial
support for literacy initiatives. "The Winnick
funds will have a significant impact on pro- Architecture professor David Gamble, left, and Maxwell professor Bill Coplin have been instrumental in
the Wilson Park project. At right, arch itecture students present thei r models at Wilson Park.
moting literacy in the
Syracuse community by allowing CPCS to expand the content periential component puts learning into motion, recontexand scope of the Literacy Corps," Mary Ann Shaw says.
tualizes it, and exposes the complexities of such topics as
Support for creative experimentation that will enhance AIDS or literacy by setting the scholarly discourse alongside
the learning experience of students inside and outside the the voices and ideas of others," Himley says. "The students
classroom is now available through the University's own often become invested in the volunteer experience and the
Vision Fund. In 1999, Heintz worked closely with Writing political and ethical issues it raises for them. This inspires
Program professors Eileen Schell and Margaret Himley from their writing and makes for interesting essays."
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CPCS Literacy Initiatives coordinator Bobby Gillen, right,
leads a training session for tutors. Second-year law student Greg Pace, left, and Dafina Monsanto ' 01 participate
in the session.
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to have a positive impact on
the community around me., ,
Ben Ropke '99

CPCS also formed a partnership with School of Architecture professor David Gamble on a Vision Fund proposal to launch the
Community Design Center (CDC), an interdisciplinary workshop
course created to involve students in designing and planning a physical environment. Through the CDC, students from a variety of academic disciplines participate in "real-world" projects involving local
residents, nonprofit agencies, and community leaders. Most recently, the CDC organized architecture and public affairs students to
design a new space for the Wilson Park Community Center-located within three blocks of campus in one of the city's poorest neighborhoods-and to create educational and recreational programs for
the more than 400 area children. "Pam Heintz suggested that David
Gamble and I get together to discuss the Wilson Park project idea,"
Maxwell professor Bill Coplin says. "She was the critical connection
we needed to bring people together and get things started because
she knows the campus and community so well."

Citizens of the Future
Through public and community service placement s and activities,
CPCS does its part to make the City of Syracuse a good place to live, yet
its most enduring legacy may be the lasting effect it has on the students who pass through its doors. Melissa Thibodeau says her community service experience at SU has reinforced her desire to be a
teacher, and next year she plans to be part of the Teach For America
program in the rural South. Michael Caldwell hopes to integrate his
service learning experiences into a career as a documentary filmmaker. As a higher-education professional, Liz Occhino plans to work
with service learning programs, even though she never thought her
career would go in that direction. Kenisha Bonner may put her plans
to attend law school on hold to spend two years teaching children in
an inner-city school as part of the Teach For America program and
someday hopes to influence education policy at the national level.
And Jeff Dennis believes that he, more than anyone else, has benefited from the time he's invested in community service.
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Evan Turnbull '02, top photo, left, and graduate student Julie
Featherman '01 carry books to a tutor training session. Above,
Jeff Dennis ' 01, left, Michelle Zimmerman '02, center, and Pa mela
Meyer '01 admire the Literacy Corps quilt.

CPCS students and staff say they discover every day just how
powerful a learning tool community service can be if it is well-integrated into the curriculum and woven into the fabric of campus life.
It allows young minds to view the world from different perspectives, encourages debate and collaboration, and helps young people
become active citizens through personal involvement. "It's gratifying to know we're helping to educate the citizens of the future,"
Heintz says. "Students come back years later to thank us for changing their lives for the better."
One such student is Ben Ropke, a 1999 graduat e of the L.C. Smith
College of Engineering and Computer Science. During his student
days, Ropke set up the CPCS community organization database and
managed the Student Volunteer Organization. Fresh out of school,
he headed to New York City to work in the information management leadership-training program at NBC. After a year and a half in
the corporate world, Ropke realized that for him there had t o be
more to life than financial gain and career success. In fact, he
recently called Heintz to tell her he's exploring ways to combine his
technology and media skills with an educational focus. "Through
my community service experiences at SU, I was exposed to people
who are passionate about what they do because they know they're
making a difference in other people's lives," he says. "No matter
what career path I choose, I believe it's my responsibility to have a
positive impact on the community around me. I'll always be grateful to the CPCS staff for guiding me toward a more fulfilling life."

SPRING

19
2

0

0

'

8

